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1.  INTRODUCTION

Segments of the Los Angeles River and its tributaries exceed water quality objectives for a

variety of metals.   These segments (i.e., reaches) of the Los Angeles River and tributaries are

included on the California 303(d) list of impaired waterbodies (LARWQCB, 1998a and 2002).

The Clean Water Act requires a Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) be developed to restore

the impaired waterbodies, including the Los Angeles River, to its full beneficial uses.  Table 1

summarizes the stream reaches of the Los Angeles River watershed included on the California

303(d) list for metals.

Table 1.  Segments of the Los Angeles River and tributaries listed as impaired for metals  (LARWQCB,
1998a and 2002)

Listed Waterbody Segment Copper Cadmium Lead Zinc Aluminum Selenium

Aliso Canyon Creek X

Dry Canyon Creek N

McCoy Canyon Creek N

Monrovia Canyon Creek X

Los Angeles River Reach 4
(Sepulveda Dam to Riverside St.) X

Tujunga Wash (from Hansen
Dam to Los Angeles River) X

Burbank Western Channel X

Los Angeles River Reach 2
(from Figueroa St. to Carson St.) X

Rio Hondo (from the Santa Ana
Fwy to Los Angeles River) X X X

Compton Creek X X

Los Angeles River Reach 1
(from Carson St. to estuary) N N X N N

X: listed as impaired in 1998 303(d) list and part of analytical unit 13.  N: New waterbody listing based on 2002
303(d) list, not part of analytical unit 13

The goal of this TMDL is to develop pollutant allocations for metals and an implementation plan

to meet the water quality objectives in the Los Angeles River and listed tributaries.  This TMDL

complies with 40 CFR 130.2 and 130.7, Section 303(d) of the Clean Water Act and U.S.
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Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) guidance for developing TMDLs in California

(USEPA, 2000a).  This document summarizes the information used by the EPA and the

California Regional Water Quality Control Board, Los Angeles Region (Regional Board) to

develop allocations for metals.  The TMDL also includes an implementation plan and cost

estimate to achieve the allocations and attain water quality objectives (WQOs) in the Los

Angeles River.  The California Water Code (Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Act) requires

that an implementation plan be developed to achieve water quality objectives.  Figure 1 shows

the waterbodies addressed in this TMDL.

1.1 Regulatory Background

Section 303(d) of the Clean Water Act (CWA) requires that each State “shall identify those

waters within its boundaries for which the effluent limitations are not stringent enough to

implement any water quality objective applicable to such waters.”  The CWA also requires states

to establish a priority ranking for waters on the 303(d) list of impaired waters and to establish

TMDLs for such waters.

The elements of a TMDL are described in 40 CFR 130.2 and 130.7 and Section 303(d) of the

CWA, as well as in the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency guidance (USEPA, 2000a).  A

TMDL is defined as the “sum of the individual waste load allocations for point sources and load

allocations for nonpoint sources and natural background” (40 CFR 130.2) such that the capacity

of the waterbody to assimilate pollutant loads (the loading capacity) is not exceeded.  A TMDL

is also required to account for seasonal variations and include a margin of safety to address

uncertainty in the analysis (USEPA, 2000).

States must develop water quality management plans to implement the TMDL (40 CFR 130.6).

The EPA has oversight authority for the 303(d) program and is required to review and either

approve or disapprove the TMDLs submitted by states.  In California, the State Water Resources

Control Board (State Board) and the nine Regional Water Quality Control Boards are responsible

for preparing lists of impaired waterbodies under the 303(d) program and for preparing TMDLs,

both subject to EPA approval.  If EPA disapproves a TMDL submitted by a state, EPA is
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required to establish a TMDL for that waterbody.  The Regional Boards also hold regulatory

authority for many of the instruments used to implement the TMDLs, such as the National

Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permits and state-specified Waste Discharge

Requirements (WDRs).

The Regional Board identified over 700 waterbody-pollutant combinations in the Los Angeles

Region requiring TMDLs (LARWCQB, 1996, 1998a).  These are referred to as “listed” or

“303(d) listed” waterbodies or waterbody segments.  A schedule for development of TMDLs in

the Los Angeles Region was established in a consent decree (Consent Decree) approved on

March 22, 1999 (Heal the Bay Inc., et al. v. Browner, C 98-4825 SBA).  For the purpose of

scheduling TMDL development, the decree combined the more than 700 waterbody-pollutant

combinations into 92 TMDL analytical units.  The 303(d) list was updated in 2002.  These

updates and changes are not reflected in the Consent Decree.

This TMDL addresses Analytical Unit #13 of the Consent Decree which consists of segments of

the Los Angeles River and tributaries with impairments by metals (cadmium, copper, lead,

selenium, and zinc).  Table 1 identifies the listed waterbodies by the metals causing impairments.

The Consent Decree schedule requires that this TMDL be completed by March 22, 2004.  If the

Regional Board fails to develop the TMDL, EPA must promulgate the TMDL by March 22,

2005.  It is the Regional Board’s intent to complete this TMDL prior to EPA promulgation.  The

2002 303(d) listings approved in 2003 are not required to be addressed per the Consent Decree;

however where appropriate, this TMDL addressed those listings as well.

This report presents the TMDL for metals and summarizes the analyses performed by EPA and

the Regional Board to develop this TMDL.  This report does not address the metals TMDLs

required for four lakes in the Los Angeles River watershed as part of Analytical Unit #20.  These

four lakes (Lake Calabasas, Echo Lake, Lincoln Park Lake and Peck Road Lake) are not

hydrologically connected to the Los Angeles River or the listed tributaries.  The TMDLs for

these lakes are not scheduled in the Consent Decree but must be established by March 22, 2012.

This report does not address metals impairments for Los Angeles Harbor or San Pedro Bay
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required under Analytical Units #75 and #78, respectively.  These TMDLs have not been

scheduled in the Consent Decree.

1.2 Environmental Setting

The Los Angeles River flows for 55 miles from the Santa Monica Mountains at the western end

of the San Fernando Valley to Queensway Bay located between the Port of Long Beach and the

City of Long Beach.  It drains a watershed with an area of 834 square miles. Approximately 44%

of the watershed area can be classified as forest or open space. These areas are primarily within

the headwaters of the Los Angeles River in the Santa Monica, Santa Susana, and San Gabriel

Mountains, including the Angeles National Forest, which comprises 250 square miles of the

watershed. Approximately 36% of the land use can be categorized as residential, 10% as

industrial, 8% as commercial, and 3% as agriculture, water and other.  The more urban uses are

found in the lower portions of the watershed.

The natural hydrology of the Los Angeles River Watershed has been altered by channelization

and the construction of dams and flood control reservoirs.  The Los Angeles River and many of

its tributaries are lined with concrete for most or all of their lengths.  Soft-bottomed segments of

the Los Angeles River occur where groundwater upwelling prevented armoring of the river

bottom.  These areas typically support riparian habitat.

The mainstem of the Los Angeles River begins by definition at the confluence of Arroyo

Calabasas (which drains the northeastern portion of the Santa Monica Mountains) and Bell Creek

(which drains the Simi Hills).  McCoy Canyon Creek and Dry Canyon Creek (listed for

selenium) are tributary to Arroyo Calabasas.  The river flows east from its origin along the

southern edge of the San Fernando Valley. The Los Angeles River also receives flow from

Browns Canyon, Aliso Creek (listed for selenium) and Bull Creek which drain the Santa Susana

Mountains.   The lower portions of Arroyo Calabasas and Bell Creek are channelized.  Browns

Canyon, Aliso Creek and Bull Creek are completely channelized.
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Reach 5 of the Los Angeles River runs through Sepulveda Basin.  The Sepulveda Basin is a

2,150-acre open space designed to collect floodwaters during major storms.  Because the area is

periodically inundated, it remains in natural or semi-natural conditions and supports a variety of

low-intensity land uses.  The D.C. Tillman Wastewater Reclamation Plant, a publicly owned

wastewater treatment works (POTW) operated by the City of Los Angeles, discharges directly to

the Los Angeles River just below the dam and also via two lakes in the Sepulveda Basin that are

used for recreational and wildlife habitat.  The POTW has a treatment design capacity of 80

million gallons per day (mgd) and contributes a substantial flow to the Los Angeles River.  There

are no listings for metals in Reach 5 of the Los Angeles River.

Reach 4 of the Los Angeles River runs from Sepulveda Dam to Riverside Street.  This section of

the river is listed for lead.  Pacoima Wash and Tujunga Wash are the two main tributaries to this

reach. Both tributaries drain portions of the Angeles National Forest in the San Gabriel

Mountains. Pacoima Wash is channelized below Lopez Dam to the Los Angeles River.   Tujunga

Wash (listed for copper) is channelized for the 10-mile reach below Hansen Dam.  Some of the

discharge from Hansen Dam is diverted to spreading grounds for groundwater recharge, but most

of the flow enters the channelized portion of the stream.

Reach 3 of the Los Angeles River, which runs from Riverside Street to Figueroa Street, is not

listed for metals.  The two major tributaries to this reach are the Burbank Western Channel and

Verdugo which drain the Verdugo Mountains.  Both tributaries are channelized.  The Western

Channel receives flow from the Burbank Water Reclamation Plant, a POTW with a design

capacity of 9 mgd.  Burbank Western Channel is listed for cadmium.

At the eastern end of the San Fernando Valley, the Los Angeles River turns south around the

Hollywood Hills and flows through Griffith Park and Elysian Park in an area known as the

Glendale Narrows.  This area is fed by natural springs during periods of high groundwater.  The

river is channelized and the sides are lined with concrete.  The river bottom in this area is unlined

because the water table is high and groundwater routinely discharges into the channel, in varying

volumes depending on the height of the water table.  The Los Angeles-Glendale Water
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Reclamation Plant, operated by the City of Los Angeles, has a design capacity of 20 mgd and

discharges to the Los Angeles River in the Glendale Narrows.

Reach 2 of the Los Angeles River, which runs from Figueroa Street to Carson Street, is listed for

lead.  The first major tributary below the Glendale Narrows is the Arroyo Seco, which drains

areas of Pasadena and portions of the Angeles National Forest in the San Gabriel Mountains. In

wet periods, rising stream flows in the Los Angeles River above Arroyo Seco have been related

to the increase of rising groundwater.  There is up to 3,000 acre-feet of recharge from the Pollock

Well Field area that adds to the rising groundwater.  For the 2000-01 water year, the total rising

groundwater flow was estimated at 3,900 acre-feet (ULARA Watermaster Report, 2000-2001

Water Year, May 2002).

The next major tributary is the Rio Hondo.  The Rio Hondo and its tributaries drain a large area

in the western portion of the watershed. Flow in the Rio Hondo is managed by the Los Angeles

County Department of Public Works (LACDPW).  At Whittier Narrows, flow from the Rio

Hondo can be diverted to the Rio Hondo Spreading Grounds.  During dry weather, virtually all

the water in the Rio Hondo goes to groundwater recharge, so little or no flow exits the spreading

grounds to Reach 1 of the Rio Hondo.  During storm events, Rio Hondo flow that is not used for

spreading, reaches the Los Angeles River.  This flow is comprised of both stormwater and

treated wastewater effluent from the Whittier Narrows Water Reclamation Plant. Reach 1 of the

Rio Hondo is listed for copper, lead, and zinc.  Monrovia Canyon Creek is also listed for lead.

This creek, located in the foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains in the National Forest, is a

tributary to Sawpit Creek which runs into Peck Lake and ultimately to Rio Hondo Reach 2 above

the spreading grounds.

Reach 1 of the Los Angeles River, which runs from Carson Street to the estuary, was listed for

lead in 1998.  Listings for aluminum, copper, cadmium, and zinc were added in 2002 based on

exceedances of standards in stormwater samples.  Compton Creek (listed for copper and

cadmium) is the last large tributary to the system before the river enters the estuary.  The creek is

channelized for most of its 8.5 mile length.  It receives up to 720 mgd of hydrotest and

stormwater from Southern California Edison Company on an intermittent basis.


